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Analyzing Information Needs of Local 
Community Organizations: A Case Study 
MURIEL C.  JAVELIN 
THEEXTENSIVE NEEDS of the various governmental 
and countywide agencies of Nassau County, New York, for additional 
library services were first brought to the attention of the Nassau 
Library System by a staff member from the county executive's office. 
Accordingly, in 1967 the system requested and received a small study 
grant under Title I of the Library Services and Construction Act. The 
purposes of the study were: (1) to ascertain the level of library service in 
governmental and nongovernmental departments, agencies, offices 
and organizations in Nassau County; (2) to determine what additional 
library services were needed; and (3) to recommend how they could 
best be achieved.' 
Relevant background material will provide a context for the study. 
Nassau County encompasses a 298-square mile area with New York 
City on the west, Suffolk County on the east, Long Island Sound on the 
north and the Atlantic Ocean on the south. In 1960, the U.S. Bureau of 
the Census listed the population as 1,300,171 ;by 1970 it had grown to 
1,428,080.2 The Data Systems Bureau, New York State Office of 
Planning Service, estimates the 1975 population to be 1,432,32fL3 
Formerly the home ofthe New Yorkcommuter, 53 percent of Nassau's 
resident labor force was employed within the county in 1970. However, 
this statistic accounts for only 38 percent of the earned income of 
Nassau residents. 
The racial composition of the county changed markedly between 
1960 and 1970, as shown in Table 1. 
Muriel C. Javelin is Interagency Consultant, Nassau Library System, Garden City, New 
York. 
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TABLE 1 
RACIALCOMPOSITIONOF NASSAUCOUNTY,1960 AND 1970 ' 
1960 1970 
White 

Black 

Other 

Source: 	 Nassau County Planning Cornmission.Nassau County NEWYorkData Book.  Carle 
Place, N.Y . ,June 1974, p. 184. 
In 1938 Nassau became the first county in New York state to adopt 
the county charter form of government. The county executive, as 
administrative officer, manages the budget and appoints heads of 
county departments with the approval of the board of supervisors, 
which curreritly serves as the legislative body of the county. 
Nassau County includes three towns-Hempstead, North 
Hempstead and Oyster Bay-and the cities of Glen Cove and Long 
Beach. Within this governmental structure there are 64 incorporated 
villages, 81 unincorporated areas, 269 special districts and 56 school 
districts--each concerned about its local a ~ t o n o m y . ~  
The Sassau Library System is one of twenty-two library systems in 
New York state. Its funds are largely received under New York's 
state-aid-to-libraries legislation, with additional support from the 
county. The County Research Library and all fifty-four autonomous 
public libraries in the county are members of the Nassau Library 
System. The system's service center provides member libraries with 
cooperative purchasing, cataloging, technical processing, reference 
and interloan services, consultant services, direct reciprocal borrowing 
privileges, audiovisual services, and homebound and talking book 
services for those with visual and physical difficulties. It is a library's 
library and therefore not an agency for direct public service. 
In 1968, the Nassau Board of Supervisors passed a resolution 
creating a board of trustees charged with setting policy, hiring 
personnel and implementing the development of the Nassau County 
Reference L i b r a r ~ . ~  The renamed Nassau County Research Library is 
located in temporary quarters; construction of a permanent building 
has not been started due to financial difficulties. 
It should be pointed out that the data for this study was collected 
between July 1967 and January 1968, and the analysis of the findings 
was completed in 1969. Since then, the county executive has changed, 
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new county departments have been created, and other departments 
have been enlarged. In some instances department heads have been 
replaced. Several countywide nongovernmental organizations have 
been reorganized. However, the major findings and recommendations 
of the study remain as valid as they were in 1969. 
It was discovered early in the study that there existed no complete 
listing of county and countywide organizations. Consequently, a list of 
300 county and countywide groups was compiled from twenty-five 
source^.^ In constant use by system staff with community groups, it is 
recognized that it should be expanded and made widely available. 
From the beginning of the study, complete cooperation was received 
from the county executive, as is evidenced in the letter which was 
mailed with each of the 300 questionnaires (see Appendix). The large 
number of returns-156, or 52 percent-may have been due, in part at 
least, to the county executive's endorsement. In response to the 
questionnaire inquiry "Do you feel it would be to our mutual advantage 
to talk over ways in which your organization and the Nassau Library 
System might work together?" there were eighty-one affirmative 
answers. Each resultant interview focused on the group's own 
questionnaire. The objectives of the interview were: (1) to determine 
and define more clearly the group's need for library services; (2) to 
make clear the services which exist, and how to obtain these services; 
(3) to explore other possible and needed services which should be 
considered for possible future implementation; (4) to discover which 
groups might benefit from a visit by a service center consultant; and 
( 5 )to encourage the use of library facilities in the local comm~n i t y .~  As 
answers in the questionnaires and interviews were analyzed, it became 
increasingly clear that many groups were unaware of the scope and 
variety of library services and materials available to them. 
The recommendations growing out of the study varied greatly in 
their complexity, in the time necessary for their completion, and in the 
cost involved. The time factor alone-apart from consideration of 
the financial aspect-made it essential to establish priorities. 
Consequently, a second follow-up questionnaire was sent to 11 3 of the 
groups, requesting that they check their priorities; seventy-seven, or 
68.1 percent, of the questionnaires were r e t ~ r n e d . ~  
Some of the simpler recommendations were implemented 
immediately, and many others have been effected over the years. Some 
are still in process, while others have not been undertaken for a variety 
of reasons. Without supplementary funds, the more ambitious projects 
are largely impossible to attain. They are all legitimate library requests 
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and there are still pressing needs. When the Nassau County Research 
Library becomes an actuality, some of the remaining unmet needs 
should be reexamined. 
The  following comments, examples of many made by various 
groups, revealed that too frequently library patrons do not know that a 
book not listed in the local library catalog can usually be obtained from 
another source: "A great many potential library borrowers are 
unaware of  this wider aspect of service [interlibrary loan] and 
consequently bear negative attitudes toward their own community 
library"; "FVe have been using the New York Public Library and the 
National Council on Crime and Delinquency for our  research-level 
materials. Nassau County needs a library information service for 
answers to specific questions" (the service center has such a facility); 
"We need a rapid search service on special journals which are 
unavailable through medical sources" (in this instance, through the 
service center's interlibrary loan system, eight out of eleven British 
mental health items, previously unsuccessfully sought elsewhere, were 
~ b t a i n e d ) . ~It Tvas realized that there was at least one obvious way of 
increasing the knowledge of the interlibrary loan service. All reading 
lists prepared by service center staff since the study include a reminder 
that books not listed in the local card catalog can be searched through 
the interlibrary loan network. Illember libraries are also encouraged to 
display prominently a reminder of the service. 
The  requests for particular reading lists resulted in the updating or 
reprinting of some lists and the preparation of new lists. It was 
suggested that a sample of each list be sent to relevant groups which 
might then request additional copies. T o  test this idea, the list "Lay 
Your Magnifying Glass Aside" and a note on the talking book service 
resulted in a request for 100 additional reading lists and in 200 talking 
book registrations. This idea was never developed to its fullest extent, 
but it is still valid. 
Informational materials received at the service center are distributed 
by system trucks to member libraries. A limited number of groups had 
been using this service. Many others became aware for the first time of 
the public library as a community focal point for disseminating 
information to a wide variety of people. Although the questionnaires 
and interviews were meant to determine how libraries might better 
serve county and countywide groups, it was found that the service was 
frequently of mutual benefit to the groups and to the local libraries 
particularly in responding to the informational and reference needs of 
their patrons. 
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Because groups throughout the county were emphasizing service to 
the disadvantaged, it is not surprising that the need for extended 
service to this segment of the population received a high priority 
rating. More than one-half of the groups were seeking ways of 
motivating the disadvantaged nonreader. A satisfactory solution to this 
problem has not yet been found. 
It was easier to meet the request to display prominently in public 
libraries collections of books and pamphlets for the slow learner and 
the undereducated, with special emphasis on Black history and culture, 
easy-reading vocational materials, and other easy-reading books. 
Through a Library Services and Construction Act (LSCA) grant, 
collections were placed in several member libraries and other libraries 
ordered materials from their own funds. The books are still used by 
literacy volunteers and other groups teaching reading to adults. 
Despite the fact that the average Nassau County adult had more than 
12.2 years of schooling, in 1960 there were in the county 322,996 adults 
over twenty-five years of age without high school diplomas.1° High 
school equivalency classes and materials were priority needs of many 
groups. Through an LSCA grant, teachers were placed in three 
member libraries to enable them to offer high school equivalency 
courses with the cooperation of the county's Vocational Education and 
Extension Board (VEEB). A fourth teacher was assigned through 
VEE.B to assist the full-time teacher at the Nassau County Jail. 
Unfortunately, the one-year grant was not renewed and the libraries 
did not have funds to pay the teachers. However, the project did 
demonstrate that some adults prefer to attend classes in a library rather 
than in a school situation. As a result of the successful VEEB classes, the 
member libraries were asked to cooperate with the high school 
equivalency program of the Board of Cooperative Educational 
Services (BOCES) by recruiting students, supplying meeting rooms 
and furnishing materials. Thus the project was continued under other 
auspices. 
Although many of the groups answering the questionnaire were 
already film users, a large number were unaware of the library's film 
service. Film catalogs were given to all groups requesting them. Several 
new film borrowers were registered, and several groups expressed the 
need for film preview opportunities. As a result of this request, 
organizations interested in particular film subjects have occasionally 
been invited to the system previews. Since preview sessions are 
currently planned around particular subjects, organizational people 
receive regular notification of those previews in which they have 
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expressed subject interest. They are also encouraged to suggest films 
for preview. In this way librarians are afforded the opportunity to 
discuss possible film purchases with future users, who are frequently 
subject experts. 
As answers to the survey were analyzed, it was realized that one ofthe 
needs that could be met almost immediately was a workshop on library 
services for the staffs of governmental groups. Accordingly, with the 
assistance of the county executive's office, two half-day meetings were 
held at the service center. Brief talks were given by library staff to the 
seventy-five people attending; the morning concluded with a tour of 
the service center. The second session was an answer to county 
departments and offices seeking help with the development and 
maintenance of library collections. This meeting was conducted by the 
catalogng and reference staff. 
Wherever possible, service center staff members have responded to 
more specific requests for help in organizing department or office 
collections. The Nassau County Research Library is now able to give 
help in weeding, reorganizing, catalogng, expanding or setting up a 
circulation collection in response to requests from governmental 
agencies. 
One form of cooperation often leads to another. A suggestion which 
came from the Nassau County Vocational Center for Women during 
the study resulted in a very successful series of four meetings in several 
libraries for women who wished to return to work. Recently, the 
complete vocational and educational card file of the women's services 
has been made available to the service center for duplication for 
member libraries. This is the most complete file ofits kind in the county 
and is used only by the women's services and the member libraries. 
A request the system has been able to meet more satisfactorily this 
year through an LSCA grant has been the placing of books and 
periodicals in senior citizen housing projects too distant for easy access 
to the library. Even without this grant, individual libraries endeavored 
to supply some materials to local housing projects as the need became 
known. 
Answers to questionnaires and interviews stressed the fact that one 
of the greatest gaps in librd-y service in Nassau County was, and still is, 
in the institutions-particularly in the correctional centers and 
hospitals. These institutions minister to the needs of the entire county, 
and local libraries can afford to offer only a minimal service. 
Therefore, the Nassau Library System service center has accepted 
responsibility for meeting institutional library needs on a limited scale. 
[532I LIBRARY TRENDS 
Information Needs of Community Organizations 
However, it should be recognized that outside funding is necessary for 
complete library service. 
The Nassau County Correctional Center has a daily population of 
550-600. The inmates have terms of less than one year unless they are 
awaiting trial. A visit to the correctional center during the study 
revealed that the library consisted of books gathered from public 
library discards and a large gift collection of uneven quality serviced by 
an officer of the correctional center. Following the study, the Nassau 
County Library Association started volunteer library service in the 
correctional center. In the meantime, the Nassau Library System 
prepared a complete grant application for full library service based on 
the findings of the study. When the grant was not forthcoming, a 
smaller state grant to the system as an interim measure provided funds 
for paperback books and for a few hours of professional library service 
weekly. Complete library service is urgently needed, however. 
It became evident from the study that library service was also needed 
in the Children's Shelter even though there are less than thirty children 
there at any time. A county grant for library development was 
prepared to be presented as a package with the correctional center 
proposal. This too has been unsuccessful. However, the study and the 
preparation of the proposal have resulted in a closer working 
relationship with the shelter. 
As a result of the study, a grant proposal was also prepared for the 
establishment of a patients' library in the Nassau County Medical 
Center, intended to be ajoint project ofthe Nassau Library System and 
the medical center. Although hospital staff members were involved in 
planning for this library, it remains an acknowledged but unfulfilled 
need. The hospital administration is not yet ready to accept the idea of 
a patients' library other than one staffed by volunteers. 
Closely allied to library services to hospitals are those in nursing 
homes and homes for the elderly. The study disclosed that although in 
some areas the librarian visits the nursing homes in the local 
community, much more needs to be done. This is a service which can be 
fully developed only with county or other funding. 
While patients in nursing homes and hospitals are easily identified, 
organizations expressed concern for the large numbers of unknown 
homebound individuals of all ages living in private homes without 
library service. In 1975, the organizations and the public libraries were 
still seeking a way to compile a complete listing of the homebound. An 
important facet of service to the homebound and others is the talking 
book service for those with physical or visual handicaps. When this 
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service was initiated in Nassau County, more than 1,000 registration 
forms for talking books were sent to twenty-five groups and eighteen 
hospitals as a result of interviews during the study. This resulted in 
many new talking book readers. It was recommended during the study 
that the Nassau Library System explore the possibility of applying for 
designation as a regional center for talking books and that funds be 
sought to help with the establishment and operation of the center. The 
system has since become a subregional center of the New York Public 
Library. No outside funds have become available, but the outlook for 
state funding is hopeful. 
This study, undertaken following a discussion with the county 
executive's office, had as its primary purpose the identification of 
additional library services needed by organizations in the county and 
the determination of those services which fell within the Nassau 
Library System's pattern of service. This pattern is clearly defined as 
the fostering of quality library service in the autonomous member 
community libraries. The study left no doubt of the pressing needs, 
many ofwhich were beyond the possibility of fulfillment by the Nassau 
Library System without additional funding. The Nassau County 
Research Library will be able to perform those tasks which are beyond 
the scope of the system under its present funding. 
In reviewing the methods used in this study and in considering what 
might have been done differently, one improvement would have been 
to telephone or write to those organizations which did not reply to the 
first questionnaire. In the interest of time this was not done, since a 52 
percent return was considered to be an adequate samplingofineeds. 
One organization wrote: "There is no agency geared to provide a 
complete list of community organizations. If the Nassau Library 
System could set this up, it would render a central service for which I 
am sure all agencies would be grateful." Because of repeated requests 
for such a list, it is unfortunate that plans for the compilation and 
updating of a list of all county and countywide departments, agencies, 
offices and organizations, with addresses and names of the persons in 
charge, were not included in the original grant. It has not been possible 
to expand the original list of 300 groups developed during the study 
without additional funds. 
That many libraries are working to understand their communities in 
order to effect improved service is evidenced by responses to the 
author's request for examples of self-study. Fifteen studies were 
received, of which two were surveys of high school libraries, three of 
college libraries, and ten of public libraries. While not all could qualify 
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as community analyses, the purpose of the majority of the studies was 
to determine the use made of the libraries and the characteristics of the 
people who used them. 
The Nassau Library System's study of organization needs is but one 
form and one purpose of community analysis, an effort of one library 
to focus more clearly on a sector of community needs-that of 
community organizations. As a case study, therefore, the successful 
results of Nassau's study should give encouragement to any library 
considering a study of any aspect of community characteristics and 
needs. 
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APPENDIX 
Following are the questionnaire used in the study reported above 
and the letter which accompanied the questionnaire. 
NASSAU LIBRARY SYSTEM 
Questionnaire to County and County- Wzde 

Organizations and Agencies 

Will you please answer the following questions in order that the Nassau 
Library System may learn how it may be of service to your organization 
or agency? We are enclosing two copies, one of which is for your file. 
Name of Organization or Agency 
Address Telephone 
Head of Organization or Agency and Title 
Address and Telephone Number if different from above 
What are the major purposes or goals of your group? 
If you have an annual report for general distribution, please enclose it 
together with other leaflets or sheets which describe your service. 
(1) 	 In  which of the following groups would you classify your 
organization or agency? 
(Check more than one if necessary) 
( ) Business 
( ) Cultural 
( ) Educational 
( ) Governmental 
( ) Health (Mental) 
( ) Health (Physical) 
( ) Informational 
( ) Inter-group 
( ) Labor 
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( ) Political 
( ) Professional 
( ) Recreational 
( ) Religious 
( ) Service 
( ) Veterans 
( ) Vocational 
( ) Vocational Counseling 
( ) Welfare 
( ) Other (specify below) 
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(2) 	 What age groups do you serve? 
( ) Children (pre-school) ( ) Adult (20-60 years) 
( ) Children (school to 13) ( ) Adult (over 60 years) 
( ) Young Adult (13 to 19 years) 
(3) 	DO you have branches or departments in the local communities? 
( ) Yes ( ) No (If your answer is "yes," please enclose a list.) 
(4) 	Do you have a library in your organization or agency? ( ) Yes. -
( ) No. If your answer is "yes," please answer the following 
questions: 
Is there a person responsible for your library? ( ) Yes ( ) No. If 
your answer is "yes," is this person ( ) full time ( ) part time? 
How many volumes of fiction are there in the library? 
How many volumes of non-fiction are there in the library? -
Is the collection for use by your staff? ( ) Yes ( ) No 
Is the collection for use by the public? ( ) Yes ( ) No 
( 5 )  	Please check below the kinds of library service you feel your 
organization needs. (Check as many as you wish-star those which 
you feel are most important.) 
( ) Help in setting u p  a ( ) Reading lists for general 
library distribution 
( ) Advice on cataloging ( ) Exhibits of books and 
your collection pamphlets 
( ) Collection of books and ( ) Talking book service 
pamphlets for long- ( ) Film lending service 
term loan ( ) Loan of 16mm projector 
( ) Materials for the disad- ( ) Opportunity to preview 
vantaged films 
( ) Materials for the handi- ( ) Loan of recordings 
capped ( ) Loan of tapes 
( ) Reference service ( ) Loan of programmed 
( ) Reading lists for office texts 
use ( ) Shut-in service (nursing 
homes) 
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( ) Shut-in service (indivi- ( ) Information about ma- 
duals) terials for programs 
( ) Workshop on Audio- ( ) Lists of  speakers  for 
Visual Services programs 
( ) JVorkshop on Program ( ) Meeting room 
Planning ( ) List of community 
( ) n.orkshop on  Discus- organizations 
sion Leadership ( ) Community calender of 
( ) IVorkshop on  Story county-wide activities 
Tell ing and Reading ( ) Other (Please specify) 
Aloud 
( ) Workshop (Other)  
Please specify 
(6) 	Do you feel it would be to our mutual advantage to talk over ways 
in which vour organization or agency and the Nassau Library 
Sy~tem might work together? 
( ) Yes ( ) No 
Please add any comments you may desire. 
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O F F I C E  O F  T H E  E X E C U T I V E  
Nas sau  County Execut ive  Buildlng 
Mlneola ,  New York  
Ju ly  3,  1907  
De a r  Commun i t y  L e a d e r :  
The  Nas s au  L ~ b r a r y  S y s t em  and Nas s au  County gove rnmen t  
a r e  emba rk ing  on a  jolnt  p ro j e c t  t o  imp r o v e  l i b r a r y  s e r v l c e s  f o r  
gove rnmen t a l  and p r l v a t e  agenc i e s  In t h e  County.  We a r e  anx ious  
t o  d e t e rm i n e  what  g a p s  m a y  e x l s t  In l i b r a r y  s e r v i c e s  to  t h e s e  c om -  
mun i t y  o r g a n ~ z a t l o n s .  The  wo r k  of many  of ou r  gove rnmen t a l  and 
p r ~ v a t e  county-wlde  agenc l e s  could be considerably enhanced  by the  
p rov i s i on  of add i t iona l  l i b r a r y  s e r v l c e s  b a s ed  upon spec i f ic  n eed s .  
We ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  a s k  you r  cooperation In f l l l i ~ g  out the  a t t ached  
questionnaire a s  a  f i r s t  s t ep .  
The  m e r l t  of t h l s  p r o j e ~ t  h a s  b een  r e cogn i z ed  by t h e  S ta te  of 
New York.  The  Nas s au  L ~ b r a r y  S y s t em  h a s  r e ce i ved  a  g r a n t  
a dm i n i s t e r e d  by the  New York  S ta te  Dlvislon of L l b r a r y  Deve lopment  
unde r  the F e d e r a l  L i b r a r y  S e r v i c e s  and Cons t r uc t i on  Ac t  t o  c a r r y  out 
t h i s  p ro j e c t .  
The  que s t i onna i r e  1s In two s e c t i on s .  The  f l r s t  r e q u e s t s  
i n f o r m a t ~ o nabout  your  o rgan lza t lon  o r  agency .  The  second  sugge s t s  
ways  In w h ~ c h  the  L ~ b r a r y  S y s t em  migh t  be of s e r v l c e  t o  you. It i s  
hoped t h a t  i r o m  t h l s  q u r s t l o n n a ~ r e  we  c a n  deve lop  m o r e  oophls t l ca ted  
and responsive s e r v ~ c e s .  
T h l s  p r o j e c t  i s  impo r t an t  t o  a l l  of u s .  I t r u s t  tha t  e a ch  of you 
wl l l  r espond  a s  comple te ly  a s  p o s s ~ b l e .  
. l s i  Eugt,ne H. X i cke r son  
County Executive 
I S /  And rew  Gecldes 
D l r e c t s r ,  K a s s a u  L i b r a r y  Sys t em  
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